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Beneath the electric haze of 
the big city lights, another more 
organic energy illuminates the 
streets and towers of the world’s 
greatest urban settlements—human 
ingenuity.  Human ingenuity 
gave rise to the city and human 
ingenuity continues to radiate 
through the dense networks of collaboration that growing 
cities conduct like flashing synapses.
In Triumph of the City, Edward Glaeser extols a 
vision of the metropolis as the nerve center of society and 
the engine of growth. Chapter by chapter, he presents the 
numerous ways in which urban living has lifted mankind 
to new heights and how our cities must be stimulated if 
we expect prosperity to increase and spread to the poorest 
parts of the globe. Planners seeking to grasp the trends and 
theories influencing the direction of urban growth ought 
to avail themselves of this widely-acclaimed treatise—
which is part history, part economics, and part sociology. 
At each step in the book, Glaeser strikes at 
conventional criticisms that condemn cities for their 
problems but ignore the potential of cities as cauldrons 
of creativity and self-renewing innovation. For instance, 
Glaeser takes exception with the notion that urban 
poverty is a symptom of city failure, noting that people 
do not become poor in the city. Rather, they arrive in the 
city already poor with a hope of gaining wealth, which 
many do. He argues that urban density supports the 
flourishing of human capital by providing employment 
and entrepreneurship opportunities that are not feasible in 
smaller markets.
While many have heralded the flattening of the 
world through information technologies and the declining 
importance of physical gathering, Glaeser notes that the 
prevalence of mobile communications simply increases 
the demand for face-to-face interaction by making the 
world more relationship intensive.
Much of Triumph of the City is directed at the policies 
and programs that boost or burden the competitiveness 
of individual cities and their nations. However, Glaeser 
also highlights the ways in which the direction of urban 
policy can influence global trends.  He calls out the 
hypocrisy of preservationists and environmentalists who 
disrupt vertical development for fear that it will harm 
their environment while ignoring the ripple effects of 
that action on increasing sprawl. As a country with one 
of the largest carbon footprints, Glaeser states that the 
U.S. must redirect the development path of its cities 
to mitigate global climate change.  If the U.S. wants 
to influence middle-income countries like China and 
India—which have embraced many elements of the car 
culture and aversion to high-density growth—it must lead 
by example.
The book includes captivating profiles of the historical 
personalities and political dynamics that led to some of 
the incredible breakthroughs and incendiary catastrophes 
of urban change in the U.S., Europe, and Asia. Glaeser 
extracts the elements of success in the strategies of places 
like Singapore and Boston to become clean, stable, well-
educated cities and economic powerhouses. He also 
points out examples of failure across history, such as the 
misguided attempts of Detroit Mayor Coleman Young in 
the 1970s to revitalize the declining downtown through 
massive construction projects in an already overbuilt city. 
In sweeping across such a broad array of topics, 
Glaeser inevitably brushes past some nitty-gritty debates, 
particularly about the governance and financing of 
school districts in metropolitan areas. Furthermore, 
though he calls for “spatial neutrality” in public policy 
so as not to bias consumers against urban living, Glaeser 
reveals his urban bias in recommending state and federal 
government to focus poverty reduction programs on cities 
or in lamenting “anti-urban” policies such as gas taxes to 
subsidize highway construction.
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Nevertheless, Glaeser weaves together a compelling 
narrative of the systems that interact to foster or undermine 
productive cities. Triumph of the City is a worthwhile read 
for any scholar of the interplay between public policy 
and the way we live (as urban planners ought to be), as 
well as any casual observer of his or her own community. 
Wherever you live or whatever occupation you pursue, 
cities matter to how you eat, travel, work, study, and play, 
even in ways you would not recognize. That is until you 
read Triumph of the City. 
